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�Dhammn vladish humms, nodgid nythggg ride!� Mardnnn bubbled. The words formed a greenish foam around the edges of the alien�s air hole and dribbled over the bright orange pimple on his otherwise featureless �face.�
Sam could tell that Mardnnn was obviously displeased, upset, and a bit indisposed, because the alien�s normally deep bluish complexion had shifted toward a more cerulean hue. Besides that, the Crumptonian was rocking back and forth on his platform, and wiggling his tentacles in a most agitated fashion. All in all he could tell that his boss was quite distressed.
Like everything else connected with the galactics, this made Sam very worried.
A year before, humanity�s first interstellar explorers had returned to Earth with astonishing news. Of course, the news was not nearly so astonishing as the lopsided, asymmetrical lump of a green ship that they rode into near-Earth orbit. The ship was a gift (aka �bribe�) from the captain of a galactic liner that mistakenly rammed Earth�s most sophisticated piece of technology and destroyed it. �Never to speak of this,� the captain had pleaded as it stuffed the humans into their new ship, gave them instructions on how to get back to where they started. �Never to make a claim,� it begged them, and raced away. Earth�s first interstellar visitors had arrived a few months later.
Sam had been walking across the tarmac with his work crew and a cart. His shipment was arriving that afternoon and he wanted to be sure to get it before the local union goons took it for ransom. He couldn�t afford to pay any more �conveyance charges� to get it shipped from the Trenton airport. That was part of the reason for his crew; burly types selected more for their intimidation factor than their skills.
Sam was nearly blown over by the sudden rush of air that accompanied the arrival of an alien shuttle craft. No sooner than had it stopped rolling than the ramp slammed down and an unbelievable assortment of aliens tumbled out, scrambling over one another in a mad rush and scattering in every direction as soon as they hit the concrete.
Sam briefly glimpsed something that looked like a skein of brightly colored wires rolling along as it spit out sparks. Something that looked like a hairy toothpaste tube slithered close by his leg. As he watched that thing wiggle away, a monstrous elephantine creature with a purple ear (or was that its trunk?) nearly stepped on him. He dodged and stumbled into a bilious green thing, shaped like nothing so much as a tree trunk that was slowly rolling down the ramp.
�Scrmbfgght!� the tree trunk exclaimed with recognizable anger. A wicked-looking tentacle waved from the top of the trunk while a reddish eye waved around on a flexible stalk. Sam jumped back in horror, hoping that he hadn�t broken some alien protocol.
Behind the tree trunk were two smaller versions who were obviously straining to push it across the tarmac. �Fashtaaar!� the big one shouted and waved its tentacle furiously at the departing crowd. The smaller versions were obviously pushing as hard as they could, but were unable to propel the platform on which the tree trunk sat any faster.
A shout went up on the other side of the field. When Sam looked in that direction he saw a large group of distinguished citizens and even more members of the press racing madly after the rapidly dispersing alien horde. Apparently the first delegates from the galactic hegemony were intent on avoiding formal ceremonies.
Sam saw an opportunity to establish a relationship with these visitors from the stars. �Would you like some help?� he asked graciously keeping a wary eye on the agitated tree trunk.
�Of course,� the larger snapped back quickly. �Mardnnn, our father, is very anxious to begin our business on this new world.� The green tree trunk garbled something else and furiously waved its tentacle in the direction of its fellow travelers.
�Pops doesn�t want the others to grab all the advantage!� the smaller one added.
Sam quickly considered his options. On the one hand, these aliens were a possible threat to everything humanity held dear. On the other hand, there were probably a few bucks to be made by those who built a relationship with the aliens. �I happen to have an office you could rent,� he suggested, �and I can offer my services at a very reasonable price.�
�Excellent!� the alien exclaimed as it waved its tentacle over its head and its eye stalk panned Sam from head to toe. It turned to the tree trunk�Mardnnn, Sam reminded himself�and rustled some phrases.
�I am Town,� the alien version introduced itself, �and this is my sister, Brill.�The smallest alien waved an appendage in Sam�s direction and winked its eye. �Mardnnn agrees that having a native guide working with us will be an advantage. Now, please have your children,�Town waved a tentacle at Sam�s work crew, �take us to your orifice.�
�Office,� Sam corrected.
�Whatever.�

Since that fateful day Sam had worked hard for Mardnnn and his daughters, performing tasks that ranged from the deranged to the obscure�escorting aliens of every shape and size to places selected for reasons unknown. For the most part the alien visitors were fairly civilized, comporting themselves with some degree of restraint and considerable curiosity about every quaint Earth thing in sight. There were a few exceptions, he recalled with a shudder, remembering the most recent trip to Atlantic City. That was one of the things about the galactics that made him edgy�no one knew what might set them off.
Sam brought his thoughts back to the present and blotted a few gobs of green spittle from his freshly pressed shirt as he tried to decipher what Mardnnn had said. He hated to ask him to repeat his words, for the Crumptonian was exceedingly proud of his command of human speech and attributed any misunderstanding to Sam�s obviously deficient mental abilities.
�Damned human,� were obviously the first words of his boss�s complaint, but what could �nodgid nythgg rid� mean?
�Pardon,� he said as ingratiatingly as he could muster, �Could you repeat that?� He hoped that Mardnnn wouldn�t go off on another of his tirades about the burdens of bringing �ciwlizzzashunnn� to Earth.
�Vladish humans screwed up me trip!� the blue Crumptonian said grumpily.
Aha, now he understood! Mardnnn was complaining about the screw-up of his travel plans. Sam had called the travel agency a week before to book a place on a train to the alien base in Trenton, New Jersey. From there Mardnnn could be transported to one of the galactic ships in orbit. He had already reserved a place on a Poshinova liner to Erandi Prime, where the Crumptonian had important business to conduct; something about descending principles, at least that is what Sam thought he said, which didn�t necessarily mean either that he interpreted it correctly or that he would understand what it meant had he done so. Such were the perils of working for one of the galactics.
One of Earth�s big mysteries was why the galactics chose to establish their base in Trenton when the capitals of the world�London, Washington, Paris, Moscow, Beijing, Capetown, et al�had offered their very souls for the opportunity Brill, Mardnnn�s daughter, had confided the reason to him in an embarrassed hush that told Sam he wasn�t to reveal it if he treasured his job. �We put it in Trenton,� she said, �because it is so convenient to Hoboken!�
Apparently the clerks at the travel agency had failed to understand Mardnnn�s simple request for transportation to Trenton; an appalling deficiency in their intelligence, according to Mardnnn, hence his statement that they had �screwed up his trip!�
Sam sighed and picked up the phone to remedy the problem. In a matter of moments he had arranged for a local trucking company to pick up Mardnnn and deposit him in Trenton with ample time to make his connections to the waiting liner. The timing of the connection was critical, since Mardnnn absolutely refused to travel in the human shuttles, which still used primitive and dangerous rockets, of all things, to reach orbit!
�Take care of this,� Mardnnn pronounced in a surprisingly clear voice, as he waved an envelope wildly about in Sam�s general direction.
Sam snatched the envelope from Mardnnn�s tentacle the second time it came past his head. Quickly he scanned the contents. It was just like the dozen other requests he had processed over the past months for Mardnnn�s clientele. Included in the envelope were the usual request for tickets to Disney World, the galactics� favorite tourist spot, along with the list of visitors, and a flyer that offered a reduced rate on groups of fifty or more. Mardnnn had already placed a thick black mark beside the rebate block.
�But you�ve only requested two tickets!� Sam protested. �We can�t get a reduced rate on just two tickets!�
�Schtupid,� Mardnnn sneered at Sam�s lack of understanding. �These visitors are Kittchikoostrans!�
The Kittchikoostrans, as Sam recalled from a briefing he�d received earlier in the week, were aggregate persons, a single mind in multiple bodies. Apparently these two �individuals� on the manifest were actually more than just two bodies. He wondered what the visitors would look like�just how many whirling teacups would a Kittchikoostran fill? Hmm, would Disney World charge by the head count or the identity? He realized that this rebate offer might present a few complications, he thought, not to mention the opportunity to have some serious discussions of epistemological realism and the nature of identity with Disney World�s management.
�There might be a slight dispute over the head count,� Sam suggested, hoping that the visitors had heads! �How many bodies do these two, uh, individuals occupy?�
�Fifty�sixty?� Mardnnn replied with a puzzled spit of green goo at the end. �Not sure.�
That was certainly over the rebate limit. �I�m afraid that we�ll have to get tickets for every one of their bodies.�
�No vladish way!!� Mardnnn exploded in an angry spray of bilious spittle. �Two Kittchikoostrans, two tickets is all!�
Sam sighed; he seemed to be doing a lot of that since he took this job. How was he going to make Mardnnn understand that the offered reduction was tied to the number of bodies who used the tickets, not just the number of individuals involved. This looked like it was shaping up to be one of the more interesting challenges facing him since he started working for the Crumptonians.
He had just opened his mouth to attempt an explanation, when the door flew open and Brill dashed in, bouncing off two walls before coming to rest in front of Mardnnn�s platform. The young Crumptonian bubbled a string of incomprehensible yellow foam at her father, suffusing the office with a fine golden spray, got a frothy green response from Mardnnn, and then turned to Sam.
�How are you, friend Sam?� Brill sprouted brightly. Unlike her parent, Brill�s air hole had not yet solidified sufficiently to mangle her words. That would happen eventually, Sam knew. In time the young Crumptonian would change from her mobile form to become a sensible male adult; sessile, stolid, and steady, anchored to his platform for the rest of his life.
�Not so fine,� Sam replied, and quickly outlined the ticket problem to Brill. He hoped that, perhaps, she would be able to make Mardnnn understand the delicate distinctions the mouse kingdom would make.
Brill was quick to grasp the intricacies of the situation and fired off a rapid stream of hissing, spitting bubbles to her father. Sam had always been amazed at how quickly Brill could grasp Earth�s peculiar way of doing things. Most of the other aliens he�d taken on tour appeared puzzled by nearly everything human��part of the charm,� a fifteen-segmented worm in a fuchsia environment suit had remarked casually as it purchased a ceramic urinal in a hardware store and perched it rakishly on its head with one of its antennae sticking through the drain hole. �Isn�t it just me!� it had preened as it displayed its new acquisition to its fellow travelers.
One of the more outstanding puzzles to nearly all of the galactics was humanity�s singular failure to discover the phloomb effect, which was the basis for all galactic communication. Instead, the human race had, from the galactics� point of view, wasted enormous resources on harnessing electromagnetic energy, �which couldn�t even push a signal beyond light speed, for heaven�s sake!� Needless to say, acquisition of a proper phloomb generator had become Earth�s top priority.
�Pops says he�ll never understand the way you humans think,� Brill said. �But he doesn�t have the time to screw around arguing about it. He wants you to make all of the arrangements while he is off to Erandi. Says to just do the best you can.�
�I�ll need some cash to take care of the tickets, transportation, and so forth,� Sam replied and stood by as Brill relayed this request to Mardnnn.
�Pops says you can use the corporate account to pay for anything that might come up�lodging, food, transport, and so forth. He�ll give you drawing rights on it. Just be sure that everything is ready when he gets back in two weeks. The Kittchikoostrans get really hissed if anything goes wrong!�
�Hissed?� Sam asked.
�Yeah, I heard that they slagged a satellite when their departure for Earth was delayed. Really infuriated the locals, but that�s the kind of thing the Kittchikoostrans do when they get upset.�
�What happens if they get really mad?�
Brill shuddered. Waves traveled up and down her body as she turned a deep ultramarine. �Believe me, you don�t want to know,� she said with fear evident in her voice.
Sam was appalled at her reaction. Given the rather callous attitude the Crumptonians exhibited toward the behavior of their erstwhile galactics, an expression of fear was significant. Did Mardnnn really want to deal with such monsters?
Mardnnn�s answer was, disappointingly, absolutely, adamantly, �Yes! They got money and I got a contract!�
Sam was disappointed in this assignment for another reason. He had planned on taking a vacation during Mardnnn�s absence. He needed to get to the islands, away from all of these aliens. He needed some place where he could relax with a cold beer, some good food, and an ample assortment of lovely, lovely young women. Now, thanks to Mardnnn�s contract with these Kittchikoostrans, he was tied down to making these arrangements, which would probably take all of his free time!
But he couldn�t refuse, couldn�t say no. If he did so Mardnnn could easily dismiss him and hire one of the ten thousand other applicants for this job. Since the galacitics� arrival a year and a half earlier, soon after Earth�s first starship crew had returned, everyone on Earth, it seemed, wanted to work for them.
Still, now that he thought about it, Orlando was a pretty nice place, if somewhat overrun by tourists. With the ability to dip into Mardnnn�s corporate account he could probably enjoy a mini-vacation while making arrangements for the visitors. This might not be such a bad turn of events after all.
�Tell your father that I will do my best,� Sam replied with a smile.
After they had loaded Mardnnn onto the truck Brill turned to Sam. �I need to talk to you about something, friend Sam. A bit of business, an opportunity that will make us a fortune!� Sam was all ears. There was a lot of money to be made from this galactic invasion; everybody said so. Given the privileges of his access to the wisdom of the galactics he could easily become a rich man. �Tell me more.�
�I came across a human who showed me the most amazing collection of old �zines. They are a fabulous find, something that the galactics will just go absolutely crazy over�pre-contact stories about extraterrestrials, time travel, strange inventions, the works! For a small, no�a trivial�investment we can clean up!�
�What are �zines?� Sam asked hoping that this wasn�t another obscure alien term that he would have to twist his mind around.
Brill snorted some gold snot. ���Zines are cellulose-based sheets imprinted with deposits of colored dye depicting fanciful events�a primitive form of storytelling.�
�You want to buy old science fiction magazines!� Sam exclaimed in a flash of understanding.
�Not buy,� Brill protested with a dismissive wave of her tentacle, �invest. Yes, invest is definitely the better word. Trust me, friend Sam, the races of the Galaxy will eat these up�they love primitive alien literature. It�s a sure thing. We can sell them for whatever price we choose. Think of what the riches will bring to you, and me, of course.�
Sam had his doubts. �Well, I suppose you know better than I what the galactic market will bear. What do you need�a thousand?� That would just about tap out his funds, but if there was an assured profit it would be worth it.
Brill blushed purple and shifted her body nervously on her five elephantine legs. �Er, I�ll need a bit more than that, friend Sam. Actually, I need about, er, a million; give or take a hundred thousand or so. That�s in Earth dollars,� she added hastily.
Now it was Sam�s turn to blanch. �Urk,� he said smoothly. �I don�t have anywhere near that kind of money. I just barely squeeze by on the pittance your father pays me.� Actually, his salary was more than a pittance by quite a large measure, but Sam wasn�t about to let any of the Crumptonians know that.
Brill brightened to a brilliant sapphire. �Money�s not a problem, friend Sam, you can get all you need from Pops�s account. He�s got lots of cash on hand.� She glanced questioningly at Sam.
�Mardnnn would kill me if he found out that I�d used his funds for some private business. He only gave me access to the account for the Kittchikoostran arrangements. No, Brill, I just can�t do it.�
�Sam, this isn�t a gamble�it�s a sure thing! Listen, I heard that there�s a buyer arriving next week. She�s a real connoisseur of exotic literature and will absolutely eat this up!� Seeing the doubt on Sam�s face she continued. �Look, friend Sam, we use Pops�s money, get the magazines from this collector before he learns about the market potential and ups the price, then we sell the �zines to this buyer and put the money we borrowed from Pops back into the old account before he returns from Erandi. Pops will never know the difference and we, friend Sam, will be rich!�
�Are you absolutely certain that this buyer will want them?� Sam asked, worry evident in his voice.
�Not a doubt. Stake my life on it. She�s got a reputation for seizing on new markets and making her backers wealthy. Sam, she�s the top gun in the cluster. Absolutely platinum-plated, gold-lined, top rate, super-guaranteed�
�All right, all right. I get the idea. Where is this collection? When can I take a look at it? Don�t want to buy a pig in a poke, y�know.�
Brill was hopping up and down on her five legs, waving her tentacle wildly in the air. �Friend Sam, keep to the point: This has nothing to do with domestic slaughter and marketing of edible parts�it�s zines we�re talking about, don�t you remember? But never mind; just let me take care of the details. I know what I�m doing. Just be sure that the money is going to be there when I need it. Now, we have to move quickly or somebody else will get the first foot on the platform!� With that the young Crumptonian flew out of the door and raced away to assure their future good fortune.
Sam hummed happily to himself. Now he could have a paid vacation while Brill produced a nice bit of change and still do everything Mardnnn wanted. Yes sir, things were definitely looking up.

Shortly after Brill had left, her older sister, Town, entered the office slowly, dragging her rear leg as if it had no muscle at all. Sam preferred Town to her hyperactive younger sister. Somehow her more sedate manner possessed a quiet charm that he found engaging.
�What is the problem with your leg?� Sam asked as Town settled down in front of his desk. �Did you injure yourself?�
Town laughed lightly. �Injury? Oh no, this is something more significant. You see, Sam, this is the first sign that the change is coming,� Town replied.
�The change?� Sam replied, wondering what she was talking about.
�Yes. I�m afraid that I am in the early stages of what you humans would call adolescence.�
Sam was quite puzzled by her remark. �I don�t understand what that has to do with your leg.�
Town let out a long sigh and waved her tentacle about as her eye moved up and down. �You are undoubtedly aware that we Crumptonians change from motile to sessile as we age. The stiffening of my leg is the first sign that I am in the process of that change. The deadening of my leg means that I have only a short while left before I have to put my foot on a permanent platform and take my place as an adult.�
�So then you�ll be able to vote?� Sam suggested nervously, not sure of what rights and privileges an adult Crumptonian enjoyed.
�Much more than that,� replied Town with an azure dribble of spit. �I�ll be allowed to breed,� she said shyly, �and that is why I need your help.�
Sam was unsure of how he could help her. Although he liked her well enough, the physical incompatibilities alone would�
�I need some of father�s money,� Town went on, ignoring Sam�s squirming discomfiture. �One must invest wisely to secure a decent future. Don�t you agree?�
Sam breathed a sigh of relief. �Oh yes. Certainly! A secure future.� Mardnnn certainly wouldn�t begrudge Sam giving Town a little money for something so important, he imagined. �I can write you a check for that. I guess you�ll need a platform. What will that cost�a few hundred or so?� Town hesitated. �Oh, a decent platform is cheaper than that. I can pay for that out of my allowance,� she drooled and made a dismissive wave with her tentacle. �It�s the rest of the expenses that I need some help on.� She hesitated, turned a delicate shade of green, and then continued. �It�s just that I have, that is�I want� oh, it is so difficult speaking of these things to an alien!� She paused for another two beats and then said, in a rush, �Oh Sam, I am in love! She is the most wonderful little swimmer that you ever did��
Sam wiggled uncomfortably. �Love?� he squeaked. �She?� he said feebly, feeling as if he had suddenly ventured into waters beyond his depth, and alien waters at that. Just what sort of sex life did these Crumptonians have, anyway?
�I knew we were meant for each other when I first laid eye on her. She has the most delicious shade of pale straw, her legs are as slender as a willow, and her tentacle is more delicate than a wisp of spider web.�Town stopped gushing. �Oh yes, I almost forgot; she�s just under a year old�the perfect age for me!�
Sam�s discomfort tuned into absolute panic. �Urk,� he gurgled intelligently, trying desperately to keep up his end of the conversation. �Did you say that, uh, she�s only a year old?� Had he understood Town correctly? Did she say that she was actually in love with an infant�a female infant at that? Most definitely he was in waters not only beyond his depth, but swarming with unknown reefs and submerged obstacles.
Town hunched down, braced herself on her back leg, and pulled her inert one over the others. �I can see that you are as old-fashioned as my father,� she said petulantly, her eye stalk drooping dejectedly. �You think I am still too young, don�t you?�
�No, not at all. Wait, I meant yes. No, that isn�t right either. Damn it, Town, I don�t understand any of this!�
But Town obviously wasn�t listening to him. �I didn�t ask to come to this dreadful planet and leave all of my friends behind. No, but father insisted, said he had an obligation to show us the Universe, to make us aware of how some of the more deprived races had to live. The desolate and barely habitable Earth, he said, would be an education, something we could frighten our children with for years and years!�
�I see,� said Sam, wondering how much of this viewpoint he should convey to the rest of humanity. Perhaps it would be best to say nothing. Let them find out for themselves, he decided.
�I tried to keep a good foot on it,� Town continued, �but it has been hard on me. Earth was fun when I was Brill�s age; always someplace to go, something new to see, to experience, some new scheme to play with. But now that I am maturing I�m starting to see things differently. You do think I am maturing, don t you, Sam?� she pleaded as she stroked the broad end of her immobile leg coquettishly and wiggled her eye stalk at him.
�Absolutely,� Sam said immediately as he watched the tip of her tentacle pass back and forth along the short, blue-green elephantine limb, not wanting to offend. �Very mature, practically grown up already, if I might say so. Yes, mature is the right word.� Was he babbling?
�Oh, you are such a dear,�Town said, springing erect and caressing Sam�s cheek with her tentacle. �Now, could you give me forty thousand from father�s account to pay for the formalities? That�s Earth dollars, of course.�
�For this, er, female infant?� Sam inquired, repeating his earlier question. He wasn�t certain of how the conversation had suddenly shifted back to money.
Town stamped her foot. �Yes, her! My love, the light of my life, the darling little motile that I told you about. I need to pay for the ceremony, it�s my first obligation as an adult�haven�t you been listening to me, Sam?�
Sam considered, going over everything that had been discussed before he answered. �Shouldn�t we wait until your father gets back? I mean, he�s only going to be gone for two weeks and he should certainly be there for such an, uh, auspicious occasion, shouldn�t he? Oh, did I hear you right? You did say �forty thousand� didn�t you?�
Town began to wail, a bubbling, keening sound that set Sam�s teeth on edge. �But she�ll be too old by then! I have to do this now, right away, or at least in the next few days,� she amended hastily. �Certainly before father returns. Sam, love like this doesn�t happen every day. This is a once-in-a-lifetime thing, something that I might regret forever if I let it drift away. I might never find love again�think of that, Sam�I would have to go through life as an unloved, unbred, unwanted adult. Do you really want me to be a miserable, lonely��
�All right, all right�I get the picture!� He hesitated. How many laws would he be breaking if he did what she asked? According to what he knew of this state�s statutes he�d be abetting a pedophilic lesbian, which would certainly raise a few eyebrows. Wait a minute; would those laws apply to a non-human species, he wondered? Given the court�s latest wave of liberal interpretations of the laws they might not even apply to humans!
�Forty thousand, you said?� he asked, hoping that repetition would somehow lessen the total needed. When Town nodded he reached for the checkbook. It was only after Town left, humming happily, that Sam considered the coincidental timing of her request with the departure of her father. That raised a disturbing possibility: Would Mardnnn really have approved if he�d still been here?
Cold beads of sweat began to form on Sam�s forehead. Perhaps the better part of wisdom would be to put a stop on the check. Yes, he decided, he would definitely put a hold on the forty thousand until he thought this through. He would wait until he had thoroughly tested the waters with Town. Yes, he would have to have another talk with her. Matter of fact, the sooner the better.
He raced out of the office.

Sam couldn�t locate Town anywhere. He left a message at Galactic Hall for her to contact him should she show up there for her weekly bridge club, and then started working his way through the directory of all the resident Crumptonians in the vicinity. None of them, it seemed, had seen her since the previous day.
He ran into Brill on the street and explained his predicament. �So you see,� he concluded, �I simply must find her so I can explain why the check I gave her is going to bounce.� And to find out more about this marriage business, he added silently to himself. �Wouldn�t want to see her embarrass herself, would we, eh Brill?�
Brill shook his tentacle slowly. �I�ll bet it�s Schlubbb again�up to his old tricks. Pops told me how he keeps trying to work his line into our family, pushing his sprat at every opportunity, trying to adhere their grasping feet to our family platform. Why, they even approached me, of all people! Said they had just the motile for me. Can you imagine that? I mean, it borders on child abuse, wouldn�t you say?�
Sam wasn�t sure of what to say. About the only thing he could think of at the moment was relief that he had inadvertently prevented Town from putting a foot into something her father would definitely disapprove of. Thank heavens for small favors. He let out a sigh of relief.
�Well, friend Sam,� Brill continued without pause, �I must be off. Have to finalize the deal on those �zines, you know, and make our fortune. I�ll tell Town what a fool she�s being, if I see her.�
�Yes, you do that,� Sam replied and headed back for the office, glad that something had gone his way for a change. At least he could go to Orlando with a clear conscience.
And perhaps it would be best that he not confront Town as he had planned.

Sam was sitting in the departure lounge with a cool drink in one hand, awaiting the announcement of his flight to Orlando. He was very happy. Brill had made the connection, beaten the magazine collector down to just under a round million, and closed the transaction the previous day. Now it was just a matter of waiting for her buyer to arrive and depositing the funds from the sale back into Mardnnn�s account. By the time he returned from Orlando there would be an enormous pile of profits just waiting for him to wallow in.
The thought of that, and the more anticipated one of sitting beside a hotel pool�soaking up the Florida sunshine, and contemplating his navel, or any exposed feminine one that might be in the vicinity�made him tingle with anticipated pleasure. The fact that Mardnnn would be paying for the time he spent in Orlando only put the gloss on his expectations. He sipped on his cocktail while admiring the slender form of a nearby blonde who was messing with her luggage. He contemplated whether she would be on his flight. That, he thought, would put a bit of icing on the old cake, so to speak. Perhaps he should offer to help her and�
At that instant his blood turned to ice water as a familiar form hove into sight. Sam shook his head, disbelieving his eyes. He looked again, staring hard to dismiss the apparition that had inexplicably appeared in the crowded terminal.
Coming directly toward him, being carried along by some sweating and straining porters, was Mardnnn, his boss! Apparently Mardnnn had not been treated well, for a froth of bubbling viridian foam encircled his air hole and gobbets of green spit dotted the porter�s uniforms. �Vladish humans!� Mardnnn screamed at them. �Faster!�
Sam slumped in his seat, hoping that by doing so he could reduce the possibility that Mardnnn would notice him. Perhaps he could evade discovery long enough to�
�Shammmmmm!!!� the elder Crumptonian shouted, suffusing the immediate area with a fine greenish mist. �I am returned.�
�Obviously,� Sam said to himself, as he stood to greet his boss. �You�ve come back rather early, Mardnnn. Is there something amiss?�
�Vladish screw-up,� Mardnnn replied and proceeded to slobber and froth a tale of maltreatment and ill-use. After much muddled translation Sam managed to piece together the tale of Mardnnn�s peregrinations.
Apparently the Poshinova ship had decided to bypass Erandi because of a local jurisdictional dispute that had attracted the attention of the Hegemony�s court clerk and therefore made proximity to Erandi a thing to be avoided at all costs. As a result, Mardnnn had been stranded at an intermediate port of call. Discovering that the port where he had been so unceremoniously deposited had an excellent and fully equipped phloomb-based ansible facility, Mardnnn had decided to use that means to transact his Erandi business. This brilliant stroke had saved him both time and money, so that here he was�he finished in an azure froth of self-congratulation�a week later, back and ready to pick up the reins once again.
A stab of fear went through Sam as the porters began to hustle Mardnnn�s platform toward the doors. What if Mardnnn checked the accounts before Brill�s buyer arrived? How was he going to explain the missing funds?
In a flash he was back at Mardnnn�s side. �Surely you must be tired from all of your travels,� he suggested as ingratiatingly as he could muster. �Why don�t you take a few days off? I can handle everything for you. Yes, you do look a bit peaked, even your color is a little off, if I must say so. Yes, I am certain, a tinge of green, I�d say, quite unbecoming. Must have been that travel does not agree with you. Are you absolutely certain that you feel up to returning to work?�
Mardnnn fumbled around, pinching a bit of his flesh and examining it with his eyestalk. He passed a tentacle across his middle region, rubbing it and pressing the tip to his mouth. �Perhaps you are right,� he bubbled. �A day�s rest will do me good.�
�Yes, a day�s rest, maybe even two days, will do you a world of good. Don�t worry,� Sam promised, hoping the Crumptonian wouldn�t notice the sweat pouring out of his forehead. �I�ve got the Kittchikoostran arrangements in hand. Everything is going wonderfully well. Nothing to worry about. Everything�s fine, really! Wonderful. In fact, they couldn�t be better.� Was he babbling too much? Had he aroused Mardnnn�s suspicions?
His heart didn�t stop racing until he saw Mardnnn safely onto a truck. He ensured that the destination given to the driver was Mardnnn�s residence and not the office. He slipped the driver a hundred note to make certain. �No detours,� he instructed her sternly.
Then he canceled his tickets and speeded for the office. He had to find Brill and set things to right.

Sam wasn�t prepared for the scene in the office when he returned. Boxes were piled ceiling deep. There was just barely enough room for him to squeeze through. The musty smell of fading newsprint and aging ink permeated the atmosphere. Sam flipped open the cover of one box and examined the garishly colored magazine that was on top. A young lady, obviously nubile and mammalian, was draped loosely over the limb of a purple spider, who wore a crystal bubble over its head and sported several rather nasty-looking fangs that drooled bloody slime. The imaginary creature was brandishing a futuristic ray gun in another appendage while it stood astride a pile of smashed vehicles and ruined machinery. There were several burning buildings in the background and many humans running away, obviously in fright. In many ways the scene reminded him of the Lyconate tourists he�d escorted to Atlantic City a few weeks before, except for the ray gun, of course.
�Aren�t they wonderful!� Brill exclaimed from her perch atop the pile. �These will sell like squirm bottles on the galactic market. And the best news is that there aren�t any more of these in existence. This collection is all there is�the last remnant of a half-vast genre of the last century! We own the market, friend Sam. The Galaxy is our vladin!�
�Why are they here?� Sam asked and wondered what a vladin might be. �I thought the buyer was going to pick these up from the collector.�
Brill blushed azure. �Well, there were a few complications, friend Sam.�
�Complications?� Sam repeated, with a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. �What sort of complications?�
�The man I bought these from said that he had some pressing family business to attend. Said we had to take delivery of them immediately as he was leaving the country. Bad bit of news, but I was sympathetic, so I agreed. I figured that, with Pops on Erandi and you in Orlando, I might as well use the office to store the goods until the buyer arrives and takes them off our hands,� Brill replied. �Don�t worry. They�ll only be here for a few days.�
�We can�t wait a couple of days,� Sam shouted. �You have to get these out of here right away�now, in fact.�
�Why are you so upset, friend Sam?� Brill responded, dismissing Sam�s obvious agitation with a wave of her tentacle. �Surely a few more days won�t inconvenience anybody.�
�Pops, I mean, Mardnnn, is back from Erandi,� Sam breathed heavily as he lifted one of the boxes. �He cut his trip short. He�ll be coming here tomorrow morning.�
�Gack!� Brill said cleverly as she inched toward the door. �I think you have a problem, friend Sam,� she shouted as she bounded down the stair and out of the building.
Sam watched the Crumptonian disappear with a sinking heart. He had not expected Brill to desert him in this situation. Now he was in deep trouble, really deep trouble. He set the box down, sat upon it, and contemplated the hideous future that surely awaited him as he frantically looked through the classified pages. How had things managed to get so screwed up, Sam wondered as he found what he was looking for and dialed a moving and storage company.
He hoped that they could handle rush jobs.

The moving company had promised that the porters would be at the office as soon as possible and that the boxes would be safely stored in the recesses of their warehouse before the day was out. Sam would have preferred that the office be vacated of boxes immediately, if not sooner, but a few hours could be endured.
A few hours later the porters had still not arrived and Sam was on the verge of calling the moving company rep for the tenth time. At the moment that he resolved to do so Brill raced into the room and caromed off three walls before settling down on top of the desk.
�Friend Sam,� Brill announced breathlessly. �I�ve found how to get rid of the boxes. I�ve found a buyer!� She waved a limb at the stacks of boxes. �This Ligonian will give us fifty thousand for the lot! That will get them out of here and solve your problem.�
Sam couldn�t believe his ears. Had Brill really been stupid enough to sell the entire collection for a mere fifty thousand dollars? �Oh great,� he moaned and lowered his head into his hands. �Now we only have to repay Mardnnn the balance, which should only take us a few centuries or so depending on what the prisons pay their tenants.� He wondered how he would look in a Dayglo orange prison suit. Or maybe the galactics used some more fashionable color for their miscreants. Somehow he didn�t relish finding out.
�Not to fear,� Brill announced gleefully. �I used the money we didn�t spend on the collection to buy an even better set of magazines that my �zine collector had. It�s a collection of Improved Domicile and Habitat, no, that wasn�t it. Oh yes, it was Better Homes and Gardens. I just know that these are even more marketable than the other ones. By the way, he said I could send the balance that we owed to him to this bank account number in Swizzleand.�
�Switzerland,� Sam corrected absently as he wondered if his ancestors had been right about the paucity of intelligence in the universe. �Are you insane? That means that we are really in the red, thanks to your crafty trading.�
�Are we really, friend Sam?� Brill responded, missing the sarcasm in Sam�s voice. �I thought I was doing quite well. But, not to worry. We�ll use the money from the first collection to pay the balance on the new collection, and even have a bit left over. Then we can sell that collection to my buyer and use the proceeds to replenish Pops�s account. See how simple it all is when you think about it?�
Sam sighed. �Provided that you can make all of the sales and that the buyer has the same high opinion of these magazines that you do. Otherwise we are going to have to repay every damn cent!�
�Oh my, you are in a bit of a predicament, aren�t you?� Brill responded. �What are you going to do if this doesn�t work out?�
Sam rocked back on his heels. �What am I going to do? I thought that this was a partnership, Brill. Shouldn�t it be, what are we going to do?�
�Er, not exactly, friend Sam,� Brill responded as she made nervous motions with her tentacle and shuffled her feet. �You see, young Crumptonian females aren�t legally responsible for their actions. With us being mobile, the adults have no way of pinning us down, so to speak. I only become liable when I settle down, like Pops. I�m afraid they�d blame the only adult involved.�
Sam felt as if the hangman had just kicked the stool from under his feet. �Not legally responsible?� he croaked. �You would let them blame it all on me!�
�There�s no need to shout, friend Sam, there�s got to be a way to clear things up. I just have to work it out. Meanwhile, why don�t you just go on as if nothing was the matter? I�m sure that Pops won�t get suspicious if you behave normally, or whatever passes for normal with you humans.�
Sam wondered where Brill�s neck might be located, and how pleasant it might be to strangle the little alien.

�How could you?� screamed Town as she dragged herself into the office and threaded her way through the maze of boxes. �I nearly died of embarrassment when Schlubbb said my check was no good. The bank said you put a hold on the check. Why did you do this to me, Sam? Why, why, why?�
�It�s for your own good,� Sam replied. �After all, I was somewhat in loco parentis, you know. I had a responsibility to act as Mardnnn would have.�
�You are just a human!� Town shot back. �How could you possibly know about love? How could you even hope to understand the depths of my emotions? Why, I�ll bet you�ve never tasted love, have you?�
Sam pondered the question. Well, he�d thought he�d come close a time or two, but by the time he realized it, the weekend was over. But if the right woman ever came along�
�I think I will kill myself,� Town announced dramatically, and threw her tentacle across her eye stalk. �I will leap out of that window and crush my body on the hard ground below.� She shuffled toward the window, threading her way between two columns of cardboard boxes. �What are all of these doing here? Has father gone into the storage business?�
�No, this is something Brill thought up. But don�t worry about them; some Ligonian buyer is coming by to pick them up.�
�A Ligonian, you say?� Town asked curiously.
�Yeah,� Sam said mournfully. �Brill sold the lot for a lousy fifty thousand and my soul, I should add.�
�Brill is such a dealer, isn�t she? I imagine that she�ll go far. Can you help me open this window, Sam?�
�The window is sealed, so you can�t open it. Besides, we�re only on the second floor,� Sam reminded her. �Look Town, I know this sounds harsh, but sometimes these things work out for the best.�
�How could you possibly suggest that anything good could come out of this? I am desolate, unloved, unfulfilled. I shall go through life crying for my poor lost little darling. Oh cruel Earthling, how could you do this to me?�
�Don�t you think you are taking this rather hard?� Sam asked. �I mean, there�s still time to do things right. After all, your father will be in the office tomorrow and��
Town suddenly stopped, her tentacle held rigidly at her side. �Father is back!� she exclaimed incredulously �He isn�t on Erandi?�
�Why, no. Matter of fact, I just saw him a short while ago. Asked him to take the day off to rest up. Isn�t that good news?�
But Town didn�t answer. As soon as Sam had said �rest� she had raced away faster than he had ever seen her move, with her dead leg flapping loosely behind like some sort of tail. Apparently something he�d said had upset her even more than the loss of her lover. He shrugged. Well, maybe he�d better keep his nose out of Mardnnn�s family matters and concentrate on business from now on.
Speaking of which, he dialed Disney World to discuss the matter of buying tickets for the two or fifty-odd Kittchikoostrans. After the confusing sessions with Brill and Town, that should be a piece of cake!

�Nice to be back,� Mardnnn remarked as Sam accompanied him into the office the next morning. They had met near the elevator. Sam tried to keep the Crumptonian from coming up, insisting that Mardnnn still looked somewhat peaked, �off-color,� he had put it, and suggested that he should rest some more�another day, at least. He was hoping to buy enough time to clear the business with Brill and get the accounts back in order so that Mardnnn would be none the wiser. Apparently that was not to be, for Mardnnn had the porters carry him onto the elevator, down the hall, and into the office.
The immense pile of smelly boxes that had filled the room was gone. In its place were two small cartons emblazoned with the ubiquitous mouse logo.
For a second he wondered if Brill had a hand in this new manifestation�not that Brill had any hands, he amended hastily. Actually, he�d not heard from the young alien since she�d raced out of the office the previous afternoon.
Mardnnn slapped the top of one of the boxes. �Bring this!� he foamed at the porters, indicating his office door with a wave of a tentacle. �Shammmm�important visitor coming to look at books. Be ready!� he spat out in a splatter of bilious mist and, with a rude gesture, instructed the porters to carry him into his office.
Beads of sweat emerged on Sam�s forehead. An auditor would find the borrowed funds in a wink of an eye. He was doomed!
The phone rang. It was Brill. �Friend Sam? Is that you?�
�Your father is here,� Sam whispered harshly, before Brill could continue. �He told me that somebody is coming to check the accounts! I think he suspects something is amiss.�
Brill was silent for a long while. Too long, Sam thought. �Hmmm, that is interesting. What are you going to do, friend Sam? Pops won�t take kindly to you borrowing all of that money.�
Sam was appalled at the young Crumptonian�s casual assumption of Sam�s culpability. �Listen Brill, we have to get our money back! Call the guy you bought those magazines from. Tell him we want it all back! Every last cent! Immediately!�
�Er, I don�t think we can do that. If you will recall, the human I bought them from said something about taking a longish trip to some undisclosed location. But that�s not a problem. We already have the Ligonian buyer�remember?�
Sam counted to ten, very slowly. �I doubt that we will be able to make a profit by selling the collection for a lousy fifty thousand. No, we need to get Mardnnn s money back. See if you can find someone who has the same high expectations of the buyer that you do. We�I�need to find someone willing to pay as much as you did, Brill.�
�Huh, so much for all that I tried to do for you. You�d make a lousy businessman in the Galaxy, friend Sam. Well, I�ll tell the Ligonian that the deal�s off and hope that it won�t get angry and arc on me�it really hurts, you know. The burns from those sparks really hurt!�
While Sam tried to puzzle out that remark, Brill continued. �I still think that we ought to wait for our original buyer and see what she has to offer. It�s either that or trust that I can come up with something else. Meanwhile I�d advise you to keep Pops from finding out that the money is missing until we consummate the deal.�
Sam wondered briefly if he could book passage on some outbound ship�preferably to some place where they had never heard of humans or Crumptonians. Someplace where he could breathe free and escape the consequences of Brill�s stupidity. Oh, why had he ever trusted the young Crumptonian?
�See if you can find somebody to buy this stuff right now!� Sam screamed. �We need to get that money back!�

The moving company representative was quite distressed, insisting against the undeniable absence of boxes surrounding Sam, that, according to their computers, the porters had not picked up the shipment due to an unfortunate demise of the company�s transport vehicle and the lack of other methods of conveyance.
Several rancorous minutes ensued, during which Sam had expressed his disbelief, demanded his boxes back, and insisted that; �I don�t give a damn what your stupid computer says. My boxes are somewhere in your bloody warehouse and you�d better find them or I�ll have the galactics sue you for every cent you have!� As he slammed the phone down he wondered what had possessed him to do business with such a bunch of idiots. Computers!
A few hours later Brill flew into the room at flank speed, zipped around the desk, and leaped to the arm of Sam�s chair, where she balanced on three legs while flailing for balance with the others.
�Friend Sam,� Brill announced breathlessly. �The Ligonian has departed, gone away without a trace or word. I can�t imagine what made it leave when it almost had our collection in its fields.�
�Perhaps it caught a sudden case of the smarts,� Sam suggested, �and decided to skip with its purse intact.�
Whatever Brill was about to say was drowned out by a bellow from the inner office.
�Shammm!� screamed Mardnnn. �Come here!�
Sam straightened his shoulders and marched into the office. Obviously Mardnnn had found him out. Well, he would face the music. He would take whatever punishment Mardnnn decided. At least he still had his dignity.
�Try this,� Mardnnn instructed, whisking a small black hat with an ear protruding from either side and a thin elastic string dangling below from one of the boxes with the mouse logo, and extending it to Sam. He had another already perched on the top of his�head.�The Kittchikoostrans had asked for some samples of local knick-knacks, something out of the ordinary that said, �I�ve been to Earth!� Mardnnn figured that, based on the fact that every alien who�d gone to Disney World, which was also every alien who�d come to Earth, had gone away with one of these little black hats, he�d order a gross of them for the forthcoming tour.
Reluctantly Sam put on the Mickey Mouse hat and modeled it for his boss, realizing that even dignity was easily lost. On the bright side, there was no indication that Mardnnn had noticed the missing funds.

Sam jumped when the telephone rang. For the better part of an hour he had been expecting Mardnnn to discover his theft and consign him to a life of imprisonment and poverty. Every instant that passed was an agony of anticipation, waiting for the law to come through the door to arrest him for his stupidity.
�I just found that the Ligonian left with a magazine collection,� Brill screamed before Sam could even get the receiver completely to his ear. �I knew the market was hot! But that means that someone else has discovered the potential of these collections and is competing with us. That means that we�ll have to move quick to get to my original buyer before someone else does!�
Sam couldn�t believe his ears. �The Ligonian bought another collection of crappy magazines?�
�That�s just what I said. Isn�t this exciting, friend Sam, to be on the cutting edge of a booming market?�
The cutting edge was too appropriate a metaphor for what Sam was feeling at the moment. �Isn�t there someone else who wants in on this hot market? We need to recover the funds quickly!� he croaked. �Mardnnn�s auditor is sure to discover what I�ve done at any minute.�
�Not to worry, friend Sam. Something will turn up. Then we can pay it all back with the odd change when we make our fortune. Trust me, I have a feeling for these things. This is a hot market we are in. Hot!�
Sam reflected that people frequently get burned rather badly around hot things. �I don�t feel very well. I forgot to mention that we�re in more trouble than before. It seems that the warehouse has lost the science fiction collection.�
Brill shot back, �Hmm, that is a problem, but stop worrying, friend Sam. Everything is going to work out all right. As soon as the buyer gets here and sees the Bitter Homes collection we�ll be in the money.� With those final words Brill severed the connection.
Sam stared at the instrument in his hand and wondered how many times he�d have to jump out of his second-floor window to make it equivalent to jumping once out of a twenty-story building.

The gray-skinned Pequodista hesitated at the doorway. It was dressed in layer upon layer of fabrics. Cascades of chintz flowed from the creature�s shoulders, ribbons of brocade reached to the floor, and swags of silk swept the floor. Surprisingly the colors and folds of the fabric gave an air of ideal composure.
�Hmmmmm, hmmh?� the Peq hummed softly. Sam was fascinated by the way the finger-like tendrils that grew from the Peq�s head thrummed the rose-colored bladders on each side of the alien�s neck to make the humming noise.
�Hummhmmm!� the Pequodista hummed sharply while fixing Sam with a penetrating stare, much like a snake appraising its dinner.
�Can I help you?� he said as politely as he could.
The alien cocked its head to one side, removed a box from the folds of fabric at its waist, hit it hard with its fist, shook it, and looked expectedly at Sam as it repeated; �Hummmmmmmm?�
�I asked if there was anything that I can do for you?� Sam repeated.
�HmmmmH! Uhmmmh mmmh mm,� the Peq mumbled, thumping the box again and again and shaking it un-mercifully. Tiny sounds of broken glass and loose connectors came with each strike.
Sam was about to give up on the entire pointless conversation when a tiny speaker on the box buzzed: �I am here to speak of money.�
Sam had never seen an alien using a translator before. All of Mardnnn�s clients had either mastered the �primitive and simple� human languages or chose to babble with whatever communications method they normally used, snorting disgust at Sam�s lack of understanding the while.
That translator would be a wonderful gadget for his work, he imagined. Why Mardnnn hadn�t gotten him one was something he would have to go into later. Then Sam realized what the Pequodista had said and linked it to Mardnnn�s earlier remarks. The implications of this alien arriving at this particular time struck him like a bolt of lightning: This must be the auditor Mardnnn had mentioned!
Sam�s heart rate shot up until he was certain that its beating must be visible through his clothing. Think, think! he implored his sluggish brain. Right now he had to concentrate on how to get the auditor out of the way until Brill�s buyer arrived.
�He�s not here at the moment,� Sam extemporized. �Perhaps if you went away until later, say the day after tomorrow, maybe even next week. Yes, next week is good. I�m sure that he will be back then. Absolutely certain, as a matter of fact.�
�Hummmm�, you certain? I was told it is ready today.�
�Ah, there�s been a delay. Small problem, nothing to worry about, I�m sure,� Sam said, propelling the alien toward the door. �Well, sorry for the mix-up, but maybe we�ll see you later, day after tomorrow, next week for sure. Good-bye.�
The Peq seemed confused, but allowed Sam to take its arm and lead it from the office. �Hhmmmm� until then,� its translator buzzed in parting as Sam shut the door behind it.
Sam sagged. At least that crisis had been averted. Actually, he thought that he had handled it rather well, considering. He sat down to await Brill�s arrival. They had to figure out how to escape this situation else he was doomed.

�Where is she?� were Brill�s first words as he dashed through the doorway a short while later. �She said that she would come right over.� The young alien peered around.
�Who,� Sam said, �are you speaking about?�
�Ahbbbb, the buyer for our magazines. She arrived earlier than expected.�
A stab of suspicion gnawed at Sam�s mind. �This buyer wouldn�t by any chance have been a tall Pequodista?� Sam guessed. �Bit of a growth on her neck, perhaps?� he ventured. �Gray-skinned chap? Fancy dresser, by any chance?�
Brill knotted his tentacle. �Exactly. Is she in the other room? She said she was bringing the cash. She was very excited when I gave her a few details.�
�Er, there�s something you need to know,� Sam said cautiously. �It seems that there has been something of a mix-up.� Quickly he told Brill of how he had unceremoniously given the Pequodista buyer the boot. �But,� he concluded, �that isn�t a problem. You can just give her a call and have her pop over here and�� He was alarmed at the way that Brill had turned a pale emerald. �What is the problem?�
�I don�t know how to reach her,� Brill admitted ashamedly. �It was only a matter of luck that I ran into her at Galactic Hall. She has lots of places to visit while she is here.�
�I AM COME,� boomed a loud voice from the hallway. �OPEN THE WAY FORTRUZE.�
Sam shrank back. From the volume of the great voice he could imagine the size of alien in the hallway. It had to be huge. He wondered if it could lit through the doorway. With some trepidation he opened the door.
Sam was bemused to find a tiny, weasel-like creature outside. The alien was festooned with what looked like a mass of ropes. Perhaps, he surmised, that was some sort of leash. He looked around the edge of the doorway for the pet�s owner.
�I AM TRUZE,� the diminutive creature announced loudly as Sam jumped back in surprise. He could not believe that such a huge sound could emerge from such tiny lungs. �DO NOT STARE,� the alien continued.
�Sorry,� Sam said apologetically.
�Are you here for the magazines?�
Brill asked hopefully from somewhere behind Sam.
�I AM HERE FOR MARDNNN�S BOOKS ,�Truze said impatiently, brandishing the ropes. �TAKE ME TO HIM AT ONCE!�
Sam realized with a sinking heart that this must be the real auditor. Perhaps he could use the same ruse as he had before and divert this one as well.
�What the hell is this?� Mardnnn shouted from the inner office before Sam could offer any excuses to Truze. He�d delayed too long. With a lump the size of Texas in his throat, he waved the small alien to Mardnnn�s office.
As the door closed behind them Sam knew with absolute conviction that he was dead. Only the slowness of the Universe to recognize this important fact was keeping it from the awareness of the others. Surely the heavens would open and whatever merciless gods that the galactics worshipped would strike him down. In a way, he wished that were so. Anything would be better than facing the wrath of Mardnnn when he discovered how depleted his accounts had become.
Sam straightened his shoulders. Best that he come clean and admit all, hopefully shifting as much of the blame as he could onto Brill�s shoulders, to be sure. Perhaps he would be punished for his stupidity, but he would go with honor. He started to push open Mardnnn�s door when he heard an ungodly disturbance.

The outer office quickly filled to overflowing with tiny, cat-like aliens, all of whom were dressed in skin-tight black uniforms. Sidearms and whips dangled from their identical belts. There were too many of the diminutive creatures to fit inside, so the remainder stood in the hallway, just outside the door.
�Who are you?� Sam said as politely as he could. Mardnnn hadn�t mentioned the arrival of this feline gestapo.
�I am Djef,� one of them announced in a sibilant voice vaguely reminiscent of a cat�s purr. �I am Kittchikoostran speaker of alien tongues.� The speaker waved his tail at the crowd, �And this is my mate, Dorth.�
Sam examined the small furry speaker. It was quite catlike; its head barely coming as high as his waist. These Kittchikoostrans stood erect on their back legs, but their knees seemed to bend the wrong way, giving them a forward pitch when they walked. Djef, the speaker, held a staff in his right paw. Sam supposed that it was a badge of office. The staff was twice the height of the speaker and topped with a white cylinder touched here and there with spots of black, as if it had been in a fire.
�You are slightly early,� Sam temporized. �About two weeks, if my schedule is right.�
�Dorth and I gave the ship�s crew some incentive,� Djef said simply, and thumped the staff on the floor. �They were convinced to speed.� Had there been a hint of menace in that response, Sam wondered? Perhaps not. These creatures didn�t look that imposing. Perhaps Brill had overstated their character.
�There are only two of you?� Sam repeated as he looked over the crowd of aliens who filled the room. Behind the speaker were fifty or more similar creatures. Ah, Sam realized, about half of them, maybe more, were of a different color than the speaker. Yes, now that he looked more closely, he could see slight differences. He quickly counted heads and determined that there were thirty-two who were similar to the speaker, and twenty-two who were not. But, if there were two individuals, then where was the other speaker?
�Is there a speaker for Dorth, the other Kittchikoostran?� he asked casually. �Or is she a silent minority?� he joked.
�Hisssssssss!!� Djef and his cohort exclaimed.
Sam leaped back in fright as all of the little storm troopers drew their tiny whips in unison. Their movement was so coordinated that it looked as if they were all controlled by a single mind, which, Sam reflected, they were. He started to raise his hands over his head when the speaker lowered its staff toward him. A gout of flame erupted from the tip.
The sheet of flame missed Sam�s head by centimeters, but only because Brill had caught Sam in a diving leap, wrapped her tentacle about him, and carried him through the doorway.
�It is not polite to point out someone�s infirmities,� Brill screamed as she beat him on the head with her tentacle to put out the flames while hustling him down the stairs. Every little alien within reach struck at him with their whips as he raced past them.
Sam risked a glance backwards as they descended the stairs. �Did no one teach you any manners?� she yelled in his ear.
�Nobody ridicules my crippled mate!� screamed the speaker from behind them as it shot bolts of flame in their direction.
They reached the street scant moments before the pursuing, spitting, fur balls of fury erupted onto the sidewalk. Brill shoved Sam into the back of the first cab she saw and gave instructions to the slack-jawed and staring driver. �Get out of here if you value your life! We have to get this man some medical attention.� There were still a few smoldering embers on Sam�s clothing.
�Why should I�?�the cabbie began and then saw the Kittchikoostrans emerge from the building. A sheet of flame licked the side window as Djef brought his staff to bear.
�Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!� the cabbie yelled and floored it, throwing Sam and Brill back hard against the seats.
As their cab raced away from the pursuing pussies Sam considered his situation. In a single week he had become the owner of two sets of magazines of no value to anyone on Earth. He had driven off the only galactic buyer to places unknown. To make matters worse an auditor was going through Mardnnn�s books. It would take no time for it to discover that he had misappropriated the funds and inform his boss, with whatever consequences followed. Add to that the possibility that he had caused Mardnnn�s elder daughter to do something stupid by his interference. To cap everything, he had offended an entire alien (and reportedly dangerous) race.
�See if you can find a Kevorkian,� Sam suggested earnestly. �That�s the only doctor who can help me now.�

The nurses at the emergency ward had patched up his bums as best they could and refused his request for some potent overdose of anything they had handy. In the end they made him leave with Brill.
Sam made certain that none of the tiny Kittchikoostrans remained in the vicinity before he entered the office. A careful reconnoiter of the neighborhood revealed several traumatized dogs, but nothing resembling a cat.
The Kittchikoostrans had left marks of their visit behind every piece of furniture, an obvious sign of displeasure with their treatment. He half expected a cadre of police to be waiting to arrest him as he stepped through the door. Had they been, he would have gone quietly. It would be simple justice for the mess he had unwittingly created.
�Shammmm, glad you�re back,� Mardnnn said when Sam popped his head into the office door.
Sam couldn�t believe his ears. Was Mardnnn really glad to see him? Could it be that the auditor had failed to discover the most obvious of deficiencies in the accounts?
�What do you think?� Mardnnn announced and waved a tentacle in the general direction of Betelguese.
From the proud way the Crumptonian held himself Sam knew that some congratulatory comment was expected. But about what? He quickly examined the platform, thinking that perhaps Mardnnn had upgraded it, but it was the same dull red one as ever. Mardnnn looked no different, nor did he have any jewelry on that Sam could discern besides that obscenely orange pimple that he always wore. What could it be�?
�My library!� Mardnnn prompted and waved at the wall, his whole attitude one of anxious inquiry.
His library? What did he mean by�? Sain suddenly realized that the entire wall of Mardnnn�s office was covered with knotted tendrils of some sort of rope-like things. It looked as if it were a rug woven by an arthritic elephant, so crude were the knots.
�I HAVE WOVEN AS MUCH OF HIS HISTORY AS I COULD!� Truze said from the far corner of the room. �HE CAN TRACE HIS ANCESTRY BACK AT LEAST TWENTY GENERATIONS!�
�You�re not a bookkeeper,� Sam said, disbelieving his ears.
�I AM A GENEALOGY EXPERT. MY SERVICES DO NOT COME CHEAP.�
�Now that I can display my heritage I can arrange a suitable match for my dear Town. Now I can bargain for the best marriage we can find,� Mardnnn beamed.
That raised a different concern. Mardnnn obviously knew of Town�s emerging adulthood and was prepared to do something about it. Thank God he had stopped her earlier.
Sam�s jaw dropped as he stared at the tendrils that graced the wall, his eyes following the lines from knot to knot. �Well Mardnnn, I must say that I am quite impressed with your,� he coughed politely to hide a giggle, �roots.�
Mardnnn and Truze beamed proudly as Sam quickly backed out of the office, ran down the hall, and exploded in hysterical laughter in the men�s room.

Since Town had fled the office when Sam informed her of her father�s early return there had not been so much as a single sighting of Mardnnn�s elder daughter. Sam sincerely hoped that she had not done something dramatic, such as doing away with herself. Somehow the image of a tentacled, eye-stalked, blue-green tree trunk taking the role of Camille didn�t ring true.
Not that Town was uppermost on his mind. Mardnnn�s certain and imminent discovery of Sam�s improper use of the account was hanging like the sword of Damocles over his head, a sword held by the thin thread of Mardnnn�s trust in Sam. It was a thread that could part at any moment.
Meanwhile, Brill was desperately searching for the missing buyer that Sam had stupidly misled, as well as anyone else who might be willing to bid on the magazines and thereby capture a share of the �hot� export trade in Earth�s exotic literature. Sam did not have much faith in the young Crumptonian�s ability to safely bring them out of danger; there were simply too many obstacles to overcome.
Prison seemed a welcome possibility, free from the opportunity to screw up as he had undoubtedly done to such excess. One thing for certain, he couldn�t get in any deeper than he was at present.
�A-hem.�
Sam looked up, startled that someone should have come into the office without his notice. It was a sign of his preoccupation with his black future. His eyes continued to track up. And up, up, up until he reached the top of an incredibly tall alien, who resembled nothing so much as a large, multilimbed bean pod.
�Ah said, A-hem,� the bean pod intoned in stentorian tones more fitting to an undertaker than a walking vegetable. Sam was fascinated by the seemingly hundreds of tiny arms projecting from the alien�s sides� or were they roots?
�Wha� what can I do for you?� Sam responded while trying to figure out where the alien�s voice was coming from.
�Ah have come to make some purchases,� the bean pod said simply. �Ah understand that you have some,� it paused as a large blossom appeared at the peak of Mount Bean pod, �dirty magazines.� The blossom shriveled, wilted, and shed petals on the carpeting.
�Pardon?� Sam replied intelligently, trying to grasp the main concept of the conversation.
�You know, hard stuff,� the bean thing said as it wiggled its (arms?) in a most agitated fashion. �Brill showed me one and said you had many copies you would sell to the right kind of people, if you know what Ah mean.�
�Could you be talking about these gardening magazines?� Sam exploded, brandishing the single copy of Better Homes and Gardens that Brill had left behind.
The bean pod creature was exploding blossoms like a peach tree in heat. �Oh, you Earthlings are so shameless!� it declared and giggled. �How many copies can you sell me? Don�t be shy. Ah�ll take every one and never tell where Ah got them. Come now, Ah don�t have all day!�
Sam fervently wished that Brill were here to handle matters. Suddenly realizing that he was the purveyor of what some vegetabilian alien considered pornography rested uneasily on his shoulders. Besides, he had no idea of where the rest of the Better Homes and Gardens collection might be. All he knew about were those damned science fiction pulps that the warehouse people still swore were lost.
�I don�t handle that side of the business,� Sam said slowly, brushing aside the shower of petals. �You�ll have to take it up with my partner�the one who contacted you.�
The bean pod snapped to attention, its skin smoothing to a lustrous finish as the (arms?) clenched tightly. �Ah get it. That damned Ahbbbb got to you first, didn�t she? Well, Ah�s not going to be overvalued this time. Ah is certain that my value is double hers! And mine is cash on the mulch sack!�
That cash business got his attention. Sam considered that he might do better were he to strike while the iron was hot, so to speak. �What do you think she offered?� he temporized.
�Ah will give you sixty thousand. Ah doesn�t think she values them at more than that.�
Sam was disappointed in the size of the offer. Such a small amount left him in a terrible hole. Apparently these stupid gardening and decorating magazines weren�t even going to bring scrap prices! Why, oh why had he ever listened to Brill�s stupid scheme?
The bean pod squirmed. �All right, I might value them at eighty, but not a glizzinta more!�
As Sam was wondering what a glizzinta was Town walked in. Sam noticed that she was dragging two of her legs behind her, and one of the remaining three didn�t look terribly flexible. Apparently the adolescent change progressed rather speedily among the Crumptonians. There was another thing about her appearance that was immediately noticeable; she was wearing an orange spot, very much like her father�s, only smaller.
�Where have you been, Town? I�ve been worried sick about you. Your sister has been looking everywhere for you.�
�Please to call me Townrrr, Shammm,� Town replied and flipped a tentacle toward her orange pimple. Sam noticed the difficulty she had in pronouncing his name. Apparently these changes were hardening her air hole as well.
Before Sam could say anything more, Townrrr, nee Town, dragged her legs past him and the tall bean pod and entered her father�s office. Sam couldn�t understand the mumbled exchange between the two, but, if he was any judge of alien behavior, Mardnnn was highly upset over the changes in his daughter.
�Shammm,� Mardnnn shouted, but Sam was already on his way.
�Shammm didn�t give me any money,� Townrrr protested before Sam could get a word out. �I sold Brill�s supplies to finance the marriage.�
�Sold what?� Sam asked incredulously. �You did what?�
Townrrr turned to Sam and said, very slowly, �I sold those boxes that Brill had in the office and used some of the money to pay for my marriage. When you wouldn�t help me I just had to use whatever resources were available. Oh, I didn�t tell you; I have ten thousand left over that you and Brill can have,� she/he added apologetically.
Sam suddenly realized why the Ligonian had left so suddenly�he�d already gotten what he needed from Town, er, Townrrr. But, he realized, that meant that even the thirty thousand they needed for the second buyer was now beyond his reach. He doubted that the ten thousand balance from Townrrr�s sale would assuage Mardnnn much when he found out an entire million was missing.
The door flew open and Ahbbbb, the Peq rushed in, swathes of fabric billowing behind. �HMMMMMM�� she began shouting as her translator stuttered out some fluttering Crump-tonian, a rustling that must be the bean pod�s native tongue, and nearly understandable English. �Attempting to cheat me of goods. I will not hear it. I offer more than this kkkhmmmkk!�The last word was apparently untranslatable in the human language, but, from the way the bean pod reacted, it must have been a most apt insult.
�You fleem**ing Peq-head,� the vegetable screamed about forty decibels above Sam�s pain threshold. �You cannot have them!�
Hmmmmmh. Hmm mmmmhmm hmhmm. �Upstart satellite races that suck dirt have no use for these. Stand aside.�
�You will see that Ah value these higher than you!�
�MmmmmmmmmhMMMMM� I doubt it, you squirmy little��
�What the hell is this?� Mardnnn growled.
�These were offered to Ah first,� the bean pod insisted as it leaned over the irate Peq. �They are mine!�
�You greedy little pervert,�Ahbbbb hummed angrily. �You just want to get your dirty little suckers on this lode so we can�t have them.�
The bean pod stood upright. �And Ah supposes you want them only for their artistic value? Ha! You want to sell these to your stupid fenestraphiles, Ah guesses.�
Sam momentarily wondered what a fenestraphile might be�or do? The remark obviously cut deeply, for the Peq rocked back and hummed something the translator couldn�t handle. To Sam they sounded like bitter, discordant hymns.
Instead of continuing to argue with the bean pod, the Pequodista turned to Sam. �I value these precious treasures at sixty-five thousand.� She turned to face the bean pod. �Adsorb that, you bower-masher!�
�I valued them at eighty-five!� the bean pod snapped back.
Ahbbbb looked disturbed by the response. �I cannot value them at that much,� she hummed angrily and turned to address Sam. �You should not allow a single copy is to go to this� this� deviant, no matter how much it pays!�
�Who are you calling a deviant, you blow-faced fertilizer maker! I know what you want them for and it isn�t clean dirt at all!�
�I am sure that we can settle this amicably,� Sam suggested as he stepped between the two aliens. �Why don�t we just take a moment to calm down and discuss this in a reasonable manner.�
The telephone rang just at that moment and Townrrr answered. There was a brief exchange and then she hung up. �Someone has offered a million and a half Earth dollars for the collection.�
�A million and a half dollars?� Sam couldn�t believe his ears. He was saved. Good old Brill had found a buyer and pulled their proverbial coals out of the fire. He let out a sigh of relief. �I guess that closes the auction,� he remarked. �Unless one of you thinks that they want to up the offer?� Fat chance of that, he thought.
�What is this auction thing?� the bean pod queried.
�You have heard how much we value these,� the Peq countered. �What need is there to say more?�
Sam felt that he was in wonderland. �You mean to say that neither of you have ever heard about auction bidding?� When they both indicated the negative Sam proceeded to explain.
�Now, all you have to do is up the bid until one of you decides to stop. At that point the highest bidder takes the goods.�
�HmmmmHhmm. A very strange process, hardly suitable for trade, I would think.�
�Ah sees a compost of ideas should this catch on. You Earth types have some weird ideas, but Ah is willing to try. Ah says eighty-five thousand.�
�No, no,� Sam protested. �The bid is a million and a half. You must bid more than that�understand?�
As Sam was waiting for the answer, Brill bounced in. �When I saw that both of the buyers were here I called in the million and a half dollar offer,� she whispered. �Don�t worry, I disguised my voice!�
�What are we going to do when they find out they�ve been cheated? Did you think of that?� Sam whispered back, wondering how many centuries fraud would add to the theft sentence.
Brill went through four color changes. �I hadn�t thought of that. Oh my, friend Sam. You are really in trouble now!�
Sam looked about for something large and heavy that he could use to crush Brill to a pulp. Murder wouldn�t add that many more years to his sentence, he was sure. How could a poor human manage to get cross-wise with not one, not two, but five alien races in two days? He looked longingly at the window and wondered just how thick the glass was. Maybe a running leap would�
�Ah won�t go higher than one hundred,� the bean pod finally said.
�Ninety-five thousand and that is my final offer,� the Peq hummed insistently.
�Things are going extremely well, don�t you think?� Brill remarked. �I think we ought to accept that last bid.� Before Sam could respond she slithered beside her father and started to say something.
Sam grabbed the young Crumptonian by a fold of her hide and hauled her backwards. �Are you insane? That bid sounds ridiculously low. We�ll lose everything if we accept them. Don�t you realize what a bad deal this is?�
Brill turned ultramarine. �It is? Well, friend Sam, I know that you are a better judge of these matters than I, but maybe we should let Mardnnn handle matters. It is his money, you know.�
Sam counted to one hundred and then stopped, a glimmer of an idea in the back of his mind. Sam was puzzled; why were the two bidding such wildly different amounts? It was as if they were operating in two different number systems. Wait a minute! Maybe they were using different monetary systems. He didn�t know the galactic conventions but that made some sort of sense.
�Are they making sense to you?� he asked.
�Oh yes. They are very close in value,� Brill replied.
�Then I think we should continue the bidding,� Sam announced, hoping his suspicions were correct. �But, just to keep things easily understood, let�s all use Earth dollars as the medium. Is that agreeable?�
�Vladish humans, know nothing of selling,� bubbled Mardnnn and busied himself stroking the orange pimple that his daughter (or was Town now a son?) sported. Sam couldn�t understand why Mardnnn was so fascinated with Townrrr�s color-clashing growth. As he wondered he waited for the other aliens to consider his suggestion. He prayed that his guess might be correct.
�A-hem, yes; Ah shall,� the bean pod coughed, �but you must give me ample time to do the necessary conversions.�
Bingo! He had guessed right. Each had been using their own medium of exchange. Now if only the Peq�
�I will extend the same courtesy,� Ahbbbb hummed. �I shall convert as well.�
YES!!! Sam�s heart lifted at once. There was a possibility at last. �Let us begin where we left off.� He turned to the bean pod. �You were bidding, I believe?�
�Seven hundred thousand,� the bean pod answered with much flurrying of its digits. �Is that how this is done?�
As Sam nodded his head the Peq spoke. �HmmmmmHmm. Hmmmmmm mmmHmm hhmm. Can I say seven hundred and fifty thousand?�
�If you do I will say eight hundred thousand,� the bean pod spit back.
�I have an open bid of one and a half million,� Sam reminded them.
�I cannot go beyond nine hundred and seventy-five thousand,� the Peq hummed angrily.
�Nor can Ah,� bean pod added.
�One and a half million is the bid,� Sam said again.
�Are you sure that you are doing the right thing, friend Sam?� Brill whispered hurriedly.
�Let me handle this,� Sam said as he pushed Brill back. Was Brill so dense that she couldn�t understand the rudiments of negotiating?
�You are not doing this the galactic way,� Brill argued. �You are asking them to value the goods higher than they want to�that�s bad business! Stop this now�we don�t need the money.�
�The hell we don�t! If we can�t get these two to pony up the million we can�t pay back your father.�
�That�s not quite true, friend Sam. I have the leftover funds that Townrrr gave me. After all, they were my �zines.�
Sam choked. �Do you mean that she sold that collection of sci-fi crap for over a million dollars?�
Brill rocked back in surprise. �Of course. Didn�t I mention that the Ligonian offered us fifty thousand galax credits�that�s over five million earth dollars�for the collection? And after Townrrr�s marriage ceremony she had two million left.�
�TWO MILLION!� Sam shouted, making everyone in the room snap to attention. �No bid,� he apologized, �just thinking out loud as to what I thought the collection is really worth.� He did a quick calculation and realized that was more than enough to pay back Mardnnn and still have something left over. Their problems were over!
HMMMMM. MMHM! �I cannot go anywhere near that figure. It is outrageous!�Ahbbbb sneered.
�Agree. Completely out of bounds,� the bean pod snapped.
�Yes. Shut up, Shammmm,� Mardnnn groused.
�So she spent three million dollars on that orange thing?� Sam whispered hurriedly to Brill. �Is it something like a wedding ring�an outward sign of commitment?� He was bemused by the discovery that these aliens were as sentimental as their human counterparts. It was rather charming, as a matter of fact. Idly, he wondered what Mrs. Townrrr and Mrs. Mardnnn wore. He�d never seen either one, come to think about it.
Brill interrupted his train of thought by laughing a film of golden spit. �Oh, friend Sam, you are so funny!� she said and slapped Sam s shoulder repeatedly with her tentacle. �That pimple as you call it isn�t a symbol. That is rrr�Town�s wife!� Brill sighed, �Don�t you think that they make a lovely couple? And she looks a lot like mother, don�t you think?�
�Urk,� Sam gurgled.
�As Ah said before, eight hundred thousand dollars is all Ah can offer!� bean pod pronounced and slapped all of its arms sharply to its side. �It is a shame that Ah is denied this precious lode.�
Sam was startled at the remark; he had lost track of the bidding while talking to Brill.
Hmmmmmmmmm. �I can only offer nine hundred and fifty thousand,� the Peq thumped its bladders as the balky translator stuttered softly. �I not have more funds.� With that she slumped forlornly. �I must let the collection go.�
�Don�t let them stop,� Brill whispered desperately. �Tell them that we accept!�
�And let them know that we tried to cheat them with your bid?� Sam shot back. �I don�t care to add fraud to my crimes.�
Sam considered the two dejected aliens. Could it be that these galactics were as innocent of basic business sense as they seemed? Couldn�t they see the obvious solution before them?
�Have you considered,� he began with a smile and rubbing his hands together, �combining your bids and sharing the magazines between you? I assume that the two of you are interested in very different parts of the magazines. I am sure that we can allocate them amicably.�
The Peq and the bean pod stood stock-still for long moments before one of them moved closer to the other. �Would you do that?� the Peq hummed. �Would you give me the parts you would not use?�
�Only if you were to do likewise,� the bean pod replied.
�Excellent,� Sam pronounced. �Now what would your final bid on these magazines be?�
�MMmmMHMMmm. Why, one million, seven hundred thousand and fifty Earth dollars. Did I add our two amounts right?�
�I am certain that you did,� Sam smoothly assured the bean pod and the Peq. �Matter of fact, I won�t even check the figures, I trust you so much. Now if you will just transfer the funds we can conclude this business and you can pick up your goods. Thank you�it�s been a pleasure doing business with you.�
Brill escorted the two to pick up their purchases while Sam breathed a sigh of relief. Now he had enough money to replenish Maidnnn�s account.
�Auction bidding,� Mardnnn remarked with admiration evident in his voice. �Interesting way to resolve their problem. How�d you get the idea to let them share?�
�Oh,� Sam replied with a twinkle in his eye, �It was the only ration-al choice.�

Brill sat across the table and counted out the galactic script in nice piles of twenty-four credits each as Sam looked admiringly on. �There is enough left for me to put some away enough for a decent platform,� the young Crumptonian remarked as he shoved one pile across the table. �And there is a not inconsiderable amount for your trouble, friend Sam.�
�I guess everything turned out rather well, didn�t it?� Sam mused as he riffled the metallic notes.
Brill nodded happily. �Most assuredly. Townrrr is happily married and Pops will soon be the proud grandfather of a dozen or so sprat when Townrrr erupts. I�d say that things worked out rather well, wouldn�t you?�
Sam was unsure of how he was feeling. �Erupts?� he asked absently, not sure that he had heard Brill correctly. �Well, if you mean that we managed to keep Mardnnn unaware of the condition of his accounts until after I�d replenished the account and, in the process, inadvertently solved Town�s little problem with her love life, then I would say that we had.�
�Not only that, friend Sam, but both Ahbbbb and Ah were very impressed at the way you led them to a solution. I think you will go far.�
Later, as he headed for the office he reflected that, all in all, it wasn�t a bad ending for something that started out to be such a disaster. Now if he could clear up the matter of Mardnnn�s hissed-off little Kittchikoostrans he�d be completely out of trouble.
When he arrived he found Mardnnn in excellent spirits. The Crumptonian was so effusive about his daughter/son�s forthcoming issue that he said not a word about the angry little pussies.
Instead Mardnnn tossed him a thick envelope. �I want you to personally escort some new arrivals to Disney World. It should be an easy job for you,� he assured Sam. �No trouble at all.�
Sam agreed. This way he�d get away from town and have his little vacation after all�and on Mardnnn�s money as well. He began whistling as he left the office, tore the envelope open in the cab to the airport to find out who Mardnnn wanted him to accompany this time. He looked in the envelope.
There were fifty-five tickets and a note: �Djef and Dorth are anxious to meet you.�

Editor�s Note: This story takes place before �Sam Boone�s Appeal to Common Scents� (July 1996) and �Sam Boone and the Thermal Couple� (October 1995).
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